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COSMOPOLITANISM
IN
EARLY TRAVEL LITERATURE
Alexandre de Rhodes in Vietnam
Barbara Widenor Maggs

n the latter part of the eighteenth century, at a time
when the Enlightenment was in full flower throughout
Europe, the Critical Review of London made an insight
ful comment. Capturing, it would seem, much of the
essence of Enlightenment thinking, and alluding to one of the hall
marks of that movement, the concept of cosmopolitanism, the journal
perceptively links this idea to the literature of travel. A good "book of
travels," the journal remarks,
promotes and facilitates the intercourse of countries remote
from each other; it dispels from our minds unreasonable and
gloomy antipathies against those manners, customs, forms of
government, and religion, to which we have not been bred:
it makes man mild, and sociable to man.'
To produce such a book had been the aim, more than a century earlier,
of a European who had traveled and lived for many years in Southeast
Asia, a writer who is today not well known to readers or scholars

' Critical Review 30 (1770): 195-96.
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outside of Vietnam, but one who deserves to be recognized, not only
for bringing to seventeenth-century Europe a wealth of geographic
information, but also, perhaps more importantly, for presenting to his
readers an outlook on society that was well ahead of his times.
This early travel writer was Alexandre de Rhodes, a Jesuit from Avig
non, France, who spent the years 1625 to 1645 as a missionary and
teacher in and out of the areas of Cochinchina and Tonkin, now
known as Vietnam. A prolific writer, de Rhodes was to publish upon
his return to Europe in the early 1650s no fewer than eight works that
grew out of his experiences in Southeast Asia.
De Rhodes's works can be read in various ways: as chronicles of
the religious missions he headed; as descriptions and history of the areas
he visited; as engaging tales of adventure and daring. But a fourth ap
proach exists as well. Curiously, through the prism of Vietnam, so
remote, and so dissimilar to Europe, we see de Rhodes's views on many
of the secular ideas of Europe in his day.De Rhodes illumines in a
unique way the currents of thought, so greatly in flux, at the midpoint
of the seventeenth century. We see quite clearly the transitional nature
of the times—the turning point, as some view it, away from the
Renaissance toward the era of the Enlightenment.^ De Rhodes's
commentary bears witness to the period's conflict of ideas. In some
respects—in the ardor of his medieval faith, in his fervent desire for
martyrdom—the Jesuit clings to the old aspirations. Yet in other ways
he supports ideas that would eventually bring radical changes to
European intellectual life. With his disdain for notions not consonant
with reason; his confidence in human ability to resolve difficulties,
particularly through rational problem-solving techniques; his reliance
on science and mathematics; his optimistic views on the nature of
humankind; and, perhaps most significantly, his recognition of the
concept of cultural relativity, de Rhodes indeed breaks ground for the
modern period.
Perhaps de Rhodes would be better known today if his works
were more accessible. Many of them until recently have been extant in
only a few copies, scattered throughout rare book rooms in widely

^ For the development of this idea see George Norman Clark, TheSeventeenth Century (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1961), Introduction ix-x, and 341; and Owen Chadwick, ed.. The
Pelican History of the Church, vol. 4, The Church and the Age of Reason 1648-1789, by Gerald R.
Cragg (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1960), 13.
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separated areas;^ we are fortunate, however, to have in English a
translation, published in 1966 by Solange Hertz, of one of de Rhodes's
most engaging travel writings, Divers voyages en la Chine, etautres royaumes de I'Orient (1653).'' In addition, an annotated republication of
Histoiredu royaume de Tonkin has recently appeared in French.
In contrast, at the mid-point of the seventeenth century, de
Rhodes's writings were becoming widely available in a number of
editions and translations for European readers.The first of de Rhodes's
writings to reach the European public was his Relazione de'fetid successi
delta santa fedepredicata da'padri delta Compagnia di Giesu net regno di
Tunchino..., published in Rome in 1650. A French translation, Histoire
du Royaume de Tunquin..., was soon to follow (Lyons, 1651), the
original Latin version coming out in Rome just a year later. A second
French version (Paris, 1653) is listed in Sommervogel's bibliography.
Three of his non-travel texts appeared in Rome in 1651: the Dictionarium annamiticam\ with it Linguae Annamiticae sen Tunchinensis brevis
dedaratio, de Rhodes's treatise on the Tonkinese-Cochinchinese
language; and his Cathechismus.^ In addition, a report written origi
' The work Relation des progrez de la fay au rcryaume de la Cochinchine, vers les derniers quartiers
du Levant (Paris: Cramoisy, 1652), for example, cannot be copied by any of the few American
libraries that own it.
•* Alexandre de Rhodes, Rhodes of Viet Nam: The Travels and Missions of Father Alexander de
Rhodes in China and Other Kingdoms of the Orient, trans. Solange Hertz (Westminster,
Maryland; Newman Press, 1966). This is a translation of the modernized version of 1884, which
is in turn based on the 1653 original; I have used the second French edition: Divers voyages du
P. Alexandre de Rhodes en la Chine, &autres royaumes de I'Orient, avecson retour en Europe par
la Perse et I'Armenie 2nd ed. (Paris: Cramoisy; 1666). All citations will be to this edition. See
also Alexandre de Rhodes, histoire du royaume de Tonkin, ed. Jean-Pierre Duteil (Paris: Kime,
1999). Other works by De Rhodes available today are the English translation of his Catechism,
along with an excellent study of De Rhodes, by Peter C. Phan: The Catechismus of Alexandre de
Rhodes, SJ, Part Two of Peter C. Phan, Mission and Catechesis: Alexandre de Rhodes and
Interculturation in Seventeenth-Century Vietnam(Marykno]!: OrhisBooks, 1998). Also available
are a French translation of his Catechism: Cathechismus, pro iis qui volunt suscipere Baptismum,
in octo dies divisus, ed. Andre Marillier (Saigon: Groupe litteraire Tinh-Viet, 1961), and an
English version of Relation de la mission des peres de la companiede Jesus, etahlie dansle royaume
de Perse, composed in part by de Rhodes: Trans. Arnold T. Wilson, "History of the Mission of
the Fathers of the Society of Jesus, Established in Persia by the Reverend Father Alexander of
Rhodes," Bulletin of the School of Oriental Studies, London Institution 3 (1923-25): 675-706. A
Vietnamese edition of the Catechism ws published in Vietnam in 1883. Divers voyages came out
in Vietnamese in 1994, and a republication of the Histoire du royaume de Tonkin in French and
Vietnamese appeared in Vietnam in the same year.
' Alexandre de Rhodes, Relazione de' felici successi della santa fede predicata da' padri della
Compagnia di Giesu nel regno di Tunchino... (Rome:Giuseppe Luna,1650); Histoire du Royaume
de Tunquin et des grands progrez que la predication de I'evangile y a faits en la conversion des
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nally by de Rhodes as a letter from Macao to the General of the Society
of Jesus was published in Paris as Relation des progrez de la foy au
royaume de la Coehinchine in Ihbl!'
A year later de Rhodes published the narrative which would
become the best known of his travel works, Divers voyages, which came
out first in Paris in an abbreviated version entitled Sommaire des divers
voyages et missionsapostoliquesduR. P. Alexandre de Rhodes. The longer
version, Divers voyages et missions du P. Alexandre de Rhodes en la Chine
et autres Royaumes de I'Orient, avec son retour en Europe par la Perse et
Armenie was published in the same year, with another printingin 1654,
by Sebastien Cramoisy. A second edition of Divers voyages would
appear in 1666, and at least one or two more editions in the 1680s/
That this work and others by de Rhodes received the imprint of
Sebastien Cramoisy, who served as Royal Printer in France and was to
be the most influential European publisher of the seventeenth century,'
must have helped greatly in the popularization of de Rhodes's work.
The year 1652 saw the publication in Rome of de Rhodes's
account of the first Cochinchinese martyr. Relatione della morte di
Andrea, catechista. A French translation was brought out by Cramoisy
the following year.' De Rhodes also published in 1653 in Paris his
biographical work, based on that of Pierre Marquez, on the martyrs in
Japan, Histoire de la vie et de la glorieuse mort de cinq peres ...dans le

Infidelles. Depuis I'annee 1627jusques a I'annee 1646, trans. Henry Albi (Lyon: Jean Baptiste
Devenet, 1651); Tunchinensu Historiae libri duo, quorum altera status temporalis huius Regni,
altera mirabiles Evangelicae praedicationisprogressusreferuntur coeptaeperPatres SocietatisJesu ab
anno 1627ad annum 1646 (Lyon; J. B. Devenet, 1652); Dictionarium annamiticum lusitanum et
latinum ope Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda fide in lucem editum ab Alexandre de Rhodes
(Rome: Typis sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 1651); Cathechismus, pro Us qui volunt
susciperebaptismum in acta dies divisus.(Rome: Typis sacrae CongregationisdePropagandaFide,
1651).
' See n3 of this work.
' Hertz notes that editions appeared in 1653, 1666 "and perhaps 1688" (Hertz, Rhodes,
"Translator's Introduction," xiv). Miguel Bernad refers to editions published in 1681 and 1683
(Miguel A. Bernad, Five Great Missionary Experiments and Cultural Issues in Asia, Cardinal Bea
Studies 11 (Manila: Loyola School of Theology, 1991), 163. Among the holdings of the Library
of Congress and the British Library the only edition published in the 1680s is that of 1681.
' David T. Pottinger, The French Book Tradein theAncien Regime 1500-1791(Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1958), 198-99.
' Alexandre de Rhodes, La glorieuse mort d'Andre catecbiste de la Cocbinchine, qui a le premier
verse son sang pour la querelle de lesus-Christ, en cette nouvelle figlise (Paris: Sebastien Cramoisy
& Gabriel Cramoisy, 1653).
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Japon}° In addition, he edited and had published during these years a
work by Pere Citadelli, Relation de ce qui s'est passe, en I'annee 1649
(Paris, 1655), concerning the Jesuits' Japanese missions." A work on
Persia, which De Rhodes composed and Father Jacques de Machault
edited, appeared in 1659." An occasional letter by de Rhodes reached
the public during the seventeenth century."
In the following century, European readers, still eager for reports
from Asia, turned their attention from earlier accounts to contempo
rary missionary narratives; they did not, however, totally forget de
Rhodes. The appearance in the year 1700 of a brochure La Bonne foi des
anciens Jhuites missionnaires, which reviewed, somewhat superficially,
de Rhodes's views on the Confucian rites, brought the Jesuit's name
before the reading public again." Toward the middle of the century,
the Abbe Prevost in his Histoire generate des voyages (1746-1799),
presented a resume of de Rhodes's account of his travels; the German
translation of Prevost's work made de Rhodes known to German
readers in 1752." Considerably wider interest in de Rhodes's work
developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with additional
translations and new publications of his major works, and at last some
of his correspondence." This rather lengthy bibliographic survey leads

Alexandre de Rhodes, Histoire de la vie et de la glorieuse mart de cinqphes de la Compagnie de
Jesus, qui ont souffert dans le Japan. Avec trois Seculiers, en I'annee [sicj 1643. (Paris: Sebastien
Cramoisy et Gabriel Cramoisy, 1653). De Rhodes based bis work on the earlier Portuguese
account Relacdo breve... by PierreMarquez. See Robert Streit, Bibliotheca missionum,5 (Rome:
Herder, 1964), #1572-73, 564-5.
" Balthazar Citadelli, Relation de cequi s'est passe en I'annee 1649 dans les royaumes oii les Peres de
la Compagnie de lesus de la province du Japan publient le saint Evan^le, ed. Alexandre de Rhodes
(Paris: Florentin Lambert, 1655).
" Alexandre de Rhodes, Relation de la mission desperes de la compagnie de Jesus, etablie dans le
royaume de Perse, ed. Jacques de Machault (Paris: Jean Renault, 1659).
" For example, the summary of a letter be sent in 1641 to the General of the Society, which is
included in the work of another missionary, Antoine Cardim, in Cardim's Relatione della
provincia del Giappone (Rome: Condotta, 1645).
" La Bonne/oi des anciensJesuites missionnaires de la Chine sur I'idolatriedes Chinois dans le culte
qu'ils rendent a Confucius andauxMarts,demontreepardesfxtraitsfidelesdesLivresdesRR. Peres
Athanase Kirchere, Nicolas Trigault, Alexandre de Rhodes & autres envoyes a un ami avecquelques
reflexions sur les nouveaux sentimens des RR. PP. Jesuites (Cologne: Heirs of Corneille d'Egmond,
1700).
Antoine-Frangois PrAost, Histoire generale des voyages, vol. 9 (Paris: Didot, 1751), 71-90;
Antoine-Fran^ois PrAost, Allgemeine Historie der Reisen zu 'iPasser und Lande, 10 (Leipzig:
Arkstee und Merkus, 1752): 70-90.
" Adrien Launay, ed. and annotator. Documents historiques relatifs a la Societe des Missionsttrangeres. (Paris: 1906) Vol. 1,506-11, 512-13, 515- -17; Antoine Rabbath, Documents inedits
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to the conclusion that de Rhodes, while not well known today, was
definitely recognized and appreciated by readers in previous centuries;
most significant, in regard to the history of ideas, is the fact that during
the crucial period of the second half of the seventeenth century when
the philosophical groundwork of the Enlightenment was being laid, his
writings appeared both in France and in Italy in a wide variety of
editions and translations.

^ An Explorer's Biography ^
Born in 1593,'^ de Rhodes completed his primary and secondary studies
in the town of Avignon, then a papal territory within France. It is
believed that he attended theJesuit "college" or secondary school there.
His family was well educated and dedicated to teaching; Alexandre's
brother George, also a Jesuit and the author of two volumes on
scholastic theology, was a teacher,'® and later served as rector of the
college in Lyon. An uncle, Henri, a well-known doctor of medicine in
Lyon, became the dean of the college of medicine in that city." De
Rhodes continued his education in Rome, entering the Novitiate of
Saint Andre in April of 1612, and then studying theology. He learned
finally in the spring of 1618, after six years of preparation, that his
request to be sent to Asia had been granted; he departed the following
year.^°
De Rhodes was to prove in Cochinchina and Tonkin that he was
able to adapt unusually quickly and well to a new cultural setting. It
can be argued that it was in large measure his Jesuit education that

pourservira I'histoiredu christianismeen OrientXVIe-XIXeSteele, vol. 1(Paris: A. Picard, 1907;
reprint: New York: AMS Press, 1973).
" See Eduardo Torralba, "La Date de naissance du Pere de Rhodes: 15 mars 1591, est-elle
exacte?," in Bulletinde laSocietedesEtudesIndochinoises 35(1960): 683-89 about the disagreement
regarding the date of de Rhodes's binh. While some sources indicate that the date was 1591,
Torralba and at least three other specialists give the later date.
" L. Gaide, "Quelques renseignements sur la famille du P. Alexandre de Rhodes," Bulletin des
amis du Vieux Hue 14 (1927): 226.
" L. Gaide, "Note sur une noble figure Avignonaise: le Pere Jesuite Alexandre de Rhodes,"
Memoires, Acadhnie de Vaucluse 2d ser., 34 (Avignon, 1935), 199.
™ Claude Larre and Pham Dinh Khiem, "Le Pke Alexandre de Rhodes, S.J.," in de Rhodes,
Cathechismus, ed. Marillier, viii-ix;Henri Bernard-Maitre, "Vietnam-Iran:Le Pere Alexandre de
Rhodes, 1660-1960," ttudes 307 (December 1960): 324.
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prepared him to do this. One aspect of his training that was to prove
especially useful to him in later years was his acquisition of skills in
communicating with others —in speakingand writing convincingly and
reasoning logically, both on paper and in oral debate. In addition, de
Rhodes was gifted with a particular talent for learning foreign lan
guages. By the time he would arrive in Cochinchina he would be
familiar with at least six ancient and modern European languages as
well as two Asian tongues: Provencal, his native language; French;
Italian; Portuguese; Latin; Greek; Kanarese, the language spoken in
Goa; and Japanese. Some Chinese, as well as Persian would be added
to this repertory later.^^
His interest in foreign languages led de Rhodes to a contribution
of great cultural significance for Vietnam. During his stay in Cochinchina and Tonkin he perfected a method of transcribing into Latin
letters the characters in which the language of the area was written.
Other missionaries also worked with romanization projects, but to de
Rhodes goes the credit for refining the system as well as for publishing
the first book in the new transcription. The system, which is funda
mentally that used in Vietnam today, facilitated direct cultural contact
between Cochinchina-Tonkin and the West, with results that can be
evaluated in varying ways. One result, however, is indisputable: De
Rhodes is considered by the Vietnamese to have been one of the most
influential Europeans—for reasons other than his success in missionary
work—who ever resided in the region.^^

Louis Cadiere, "Les Europeens qui ont vu le Vieux Hue; Le Perede Rhodes," Bulletin des amis
de Vieux Hue 2 (July-Sept. 1915): 237-39.
^ On de Rhodes's influence in Vietnam see Thanh Khoi Le, Histoire du Viet Nam des origines a
1WJ (Paris; Sudestasie, 1981), 290; Maurice Durand,"Alexandre de Rhodes," Bulletindela Societe
des Etudes Indochinoises, n.s. 32 (January-March 1957); 24-5.
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^ Observing
Local Religions *
It was December 1624 or January 1625 when de Rhodes finally arrived
in Cochinchina, joining the small Jesuit mission which had been
established there about a decade earlier. Cochinchina with its capital
city of Hue encompassed in the early seventeenth century the area
which is now the central part of Vietnam. Only later would the
Cochinchinese extend their authority into the southern part of the
peninsula, the region where Saigon would eventually be located.^' To
the north, bordering China, was Tonkin with its capital city at Hanoi,
known in de Rhodes's time as Ke-cho. Ruled by the Chinese from the
late second century B.C., Tonkin and Cochinchina had finally freed
themselves from Chinese control in 939 A.D. At the time of de
Rhodes's arrival. Tonkin and Cochinchina were both nominally under
the rule of the Le Dynasty; in fact, though, the Le rulers by this era
were almost completely lacking in authority, the viceroys of Tonkin
and Cochinchina representing the real governing power. Cochinchina
and Tonkin, soon to be separated by a system of walls resembling the
Great Wall of China, were about to enter into a period of open warfare
with each other which would continue for over half a century.

* Missions and Sensitivities ^
De Rhodes, learning within six months to communicate in Cochin
chinese, quickly began acquiring knowledge about his surrotmdings.
As a missionary, he of course wanted to know during those early days
of his new mission about the religions of the Cochinchinese; he was
also continually aware of customs and attitudes that differed from those
of Europeans, and he approached these differences with considerable
sensitivity. To be open to another culture, to be at home in it, requires
a keen awareness of the many minute details that make one way of life.

" The names by which these areas were known changed with the passing of time: by the second
half of the nineteenth century the French colonialists would use the name Cochinchina to
designate the southern territory in distinrtion to the central region, which they called Annam.
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one national or ethnic lifestyle, different from another. Cultural
sensitivity involves knowledge of another society's organization, an
attitude of nonjudgmental tolerance of unfamiliar customs, and an
openness to the possibility of finding positive attributes in another
cultural tradition. On the basis of such cultural sensitivity can develop
another attitude—that of cultural relativism, which can be defined as
actual acceptance, not just toleration, of other cultural traditions, and
an ability not merely to look for, but in fact to identify values in these
traditions. From this, finally, can develop what may be called
cosmopolitanism, an outlook that not only embraces an unbiased
acceptance of differences in national beliefs, ways of behaving, and
societal organization, but which, more importantly, also attempts to
adapt aspects of another culture to one's own. European nations were
gradually to develop this receptivity to diverse aspects of the cultures
both of their neighbors and also of far distant lands. Cosmopolitanism,
in the words of one specialist on eighteenth-century cultural develop
ment, Arnold Rowbotham, lies "at the heart of modern civilization."
The bridging of the gulf between Occident and Orient, he notes, was
the Jesuit contribution to this ideal.^''
De Rhodes was to become an expert at cultural sensitivity. By
nature he was observant and reflective; his narratives speak to the truth
of that. But beyond this, his Jesuit studies must surely have intensified
his natural perceptivity. Although like other European educational
models, the Jesuit system had not totally discarded the old scholasti
cism, it was open to current ideas, and blended with scholasticism the
newer humanism, inherited from the Renaissance. Ignatius himself had
seen to it that the classics of the ancient world—censored from a
Christian perspective in order to rid them of possibly harmful
ideas—received emphasis in the curriculum.^' As Jesuit students
mastered the poetry, history, and philosophy of the Greek and Roman
world and the classical languages in which they were written, they also
learned to appreciate the aspirations of the writers, to analyze their

Arnold H. Ko-whoth.3m, Missionaryand Mandarin: The Jesuits at the Court of China (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1942), 301.
See William V. Bangert, A History of the Society of Jesus (St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Sources,
1986), 27; Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, 2 vols. (New York: W. W. Norton
& Co., 1977), vol. 2: The Science of Freedom, 504; and Frangois de Dainville, Lp J&uites et
I'education de la societe frangaise: Le Geographie des humanistes (Paris: Beauchesne & Ses Fils,
1940), 73-74.
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values and weigh their accomplishments. Such study required great
attention to the delicate nuances of thought, to shades of differences in
the meanings of words, and it must have fostered in these students, as
they moved through the ideas of the ancient world, an even greater
sensitivity to the questions of their own day.
During the period of his Jesuit studies de RJiodes also learned the
principles of using cultural sensitivity to enhance the work of the
Christian mission. His teachers were not only those in the classroom,
but also the venerable Jesuit missionaries who had gone before him to
Asia. As a student he had surely become familiar with the methods of
the Jesuit pioneers in this part of the world—Francis Xavier, Alessandro Valignano, Matteo Ricci, Ferdinand Verbiest, and Adam Schall
(whom de Rhodes as a student of philosophy at the Roman College
even came to know personally),^^ all of whom followed the principle
set forth by the founder of the Society of Jesus, Ignatius of Loyola, that
missionaries should adapt themselves to the countries in which they
worked.
Before the time of Alessandro Valignano, however, this goal had
not always been uppermost in the minds of the Jesuits sent to Asia. In
the 1570s, for example, in the earlier days of the Society, perhaps
because the Jesuit educational institutions had not yet begun to
emphasize the broad cultural orientation which de Rhodes received
forty some years later, certain Jesuits at Asian posts showed a flagrant
disregard for cultural sensitivity. When Alessandro Valignano visited
the Jesuit mission in Japan in 1579, for example, he found that the
priests there were openly keeping swine and other livestock to be
slaughtered even though this was highly offensive to the Japanese for
religious reasons. Valignano worked diligently to address such failures
in cultural adaptation.^'
In his instructions for the Jesuit missionaries going to China,
Valignano further developed Ignatius's principles of flexibility in regard
to other cultures. He included among the objectives the missionaries
were to pursue not only learning the language of the people but also
maintaining sincere respect for Chinese ideals.'^ By de Rhodes's time

® Bernard-Maitre, 324,
"Josef Franz Schiitte, Valignano's Mission Principles for Japan, trans, John J, Coyne (St. Louis:
Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1980-1985), vol. 1; pt, 2, 41,
" Bangert, 157,
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these specific admonitions had become part of the Jesuit policy of
appealing to potential converts in terms of concepts and style that
would be intelligible and acceptable to them.

^ Assimilations and
Adaptations *
De Rhodes's success in becoming familiar with the religions of the
Cochinchinese andTonkinese people, particularly with Confucianism,
is shown in his account of a discussion he had with a group of Confu
cians just a few years later in Ke-cho, the capital of Tonkin.^' Able to
argue with the Tonkinese in their own language, de Rhodes was
knowledgeable enough about Confucianism by the time this encounter
took place to be able to debate effectively with the followers of the
great philosopher about the content of the Confucian classics, a not
inconsiderable achievement.^"
If de Rhodes was sensitive to non-Christian creeds in terms of
being well informed about them, this sensitivity did not, however,
include a nonjudgmental approach. Upon first reading his narratives
one might well suggest the term "intolerance" as the basic attitude that
the Jesuit displays. One senses de Rhodes's disdain in particular in the
Histoire du royaume de Tunquin, where he provides detailed analyses of
the three major religions of Tonkin and Cochinchina—-Taoism,
Buddhism, and Confucianism; when writingfor his European audience,
de Rhodes does not conceal his intense hostility to most of what he
observes of these faiths. Take, for example, his discussion of Taoism,
developed in China by the philosopher Lao-tse. This religion de
Rhodes labels the one "most attached to the service of the Devil."'^
The extensive reliance by the Taoists on sorcery and on what he
terms the powers of evil repels de Rhodes; that such superstitious belief
seems to permeate Tonkinese and Cochinchinese society, even nonTaoist elements of society, greatly preoccupies him. His frequent

" Present-day Hanoi. De Rhodes uses the spelling Checho; see Hertz, Rhodes, 64.
Although some specialists on de Rhodes have asserted that the Jesuit did not have great
competence in the Chinese classics, this point can be argued. See Bernad, Five, 78, and Phan, 53.
" De Rhodes, Histoire du Royaume, 72.
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criticisms of superstition, not only in regard to religion, but in other
areas as well, clearly indicate this. Buddhism receives from de Rhodes
the same harsh treatment as does Taoism. Tracing the early develop
ment of the religion in India, and its transmission to China and to
Tonkin, de Rhodes condemns Buddhist belief on two grounds: idolatry
and atheism.^^
While maintaining these critical attitudes, de Rhodes was,
surprising, still able to be "sensitive" to certain values inherent in the
third important creed of Cochinchina and Tonkin, Confucianism. He
does, admittedly, object intensely to certain of its tenets. But in his
Catechism in Eight Days he chooses to stress the points of similarity
between Confucianism and Christianity. In regard to the position of
Confucianism on the subject of God the Creator, for example, he
asserts that Confucianism, while not dealing specifically with a
Supreme Creator, at least leaves the way open for the notion of a
supreme power in the universe.^'
De Rhodes also finds certain positive values in Confucian ethics.
Acceptable, for example, are the precepts for developing proper
behavior by first reforming oneself, then one's family, and finally one's
government. The treatment by Confucius of matters relating to civil
law and the administration of justice, and the Confucian clarification
of concepts such as natural law also receive the Jesuit's approval. De
Rhodes states emphatically that in these particular matters Confucius
"puts forward nothing contrary to the principles of the Christian
rehgion."^'
These attitudes are unique when analyzed in the context of the
time at which he wrote. Apart from the missionaries in Asia, very few
Europeans before the middle of the seventeenth century were knowl
edgeable about Asian religions, let alone inclined to examine them for
possible values. And the missionaries themselves were not all willing
to do this: some Roman Catholics, for example, the Franciscans, as well
as Protestants, were far less inclined than theJesuits to see any positive
attributes in Asian religious beliefs." Until the eighteenth century
Europeans generally would tend to view cultural matters, including re-

De Rhodes, Histoire du Rcyyaume, 67-8.
" De Rhodes, Catechismus, Phan, 221.
" De Rhodes, Histoire du Rcryaume^ 62-3.
See Clark, xv and Bangert, 156.
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•:
P.ALEX.0E.RHODES.S.l AVEN.

Figure 1. Portrait of Father Alexandre de Rhodes, SJ, by G. Gagliardi (1865)
Courtesy of the Musee Calvet, France
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Figure 2. Sample page from de Rhodes's Vietnamese-Portuguese-Latin
'Dlaion.zry, Dictionarium annamiticum (Paris, 1651)
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Figure 3. Map of Cochinchina and Tonkin drawn by
Alexandre de Rhodes and published in his
Relzione de'felici successi della Saanta Fede Predicata da Padre della
Compagnia di Giesu nel regno di Tunchino (Rome, 1650)
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Figure 4. Map of Avignon and surrounding areas in the seventeenth century,
reproduced from Alexandre de Rhodes, S. L,
Catechismus pro Us, qui volunt suscipere Baptismum, in Octo dies divisus,
ed. Andre Marillier (Saigon, 1961)
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Figure 5. The Martyrdom of Andre Ly by Giacinto Brandi, from
La Glorieuse mort d'Andre Catkhisste de la Cochinchine (Paris, 1653)
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ligion, in a parochial way, regarding their own approaches as the only
ones valid.
The manner in which he dealt with the practitioners of nonChristian religions also demonstrates de Rhodes's sensitivity. He was
careful, for example, not to introduce his negative critique of tradi
tional religions to his Cochinchinese and Tonkinese audiences until he
judged the moment appropriate. He explains that his method was to
begin discussion in areas in which he and his local audience could agree,
avoiding a denunciation of his listeners' religions until he had presented
his own points.^^ In doing this, de Rhodes continued to follow the
guidelines laid down by Valignano, whose many-faceted plan for
gaining the respect of the Chinese and eventually influencing them to
accept Christianity rested on the principle that the European must
avoid confrontation while accommodating himself to the local culture.
Valignano had sent word to the missionaries in Japan, for example, to
stop trying to "portugalize" the prospective Japanese converts, and he
instructed those going to China to "sinicize" themselves.^^ Valignano
and others, in spite of opposition from some Jesuits, revived and
further developed in the East Asian Eastern missions this approach,
which had in fact been practiced by the early Christian Church.^' It
was to lead to much dissension both within and outside of the Roman
Catholic Church.
De Rhodes also relied on another fundamental accommodation
approach—the presentation of Christian teaching in ways that would
harmonize with the modes of thought and the terminology of nonChristians and thus be intelligible to them. In his Cathechismus, de
Rhodes even inserts Tonkinese and Cochinchinese proverbs familiar to
his readers in order to illustrate his points. His emphasis on reason in
his debate, referred to earlier, with the Confucians, provides another
illustration of cultural sensitivity. Since de Rhodes is well aware that
a firm reliance on reason is one of the hallmarks of Confucianism, he
argues by presenting the facts of his case and choosing an appeal to
reason as his method of persuasion; there is no emotionalism, no

" De Rhodes, Histoire du Rcyyaume, 175-76.
" Donald F. Lach, Asia in the Making of Europe, vol. 1, The Century of Discovery, 2 vols
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965 - c.1993), 2:800.
" See George E. Ganss, "Editor's Foreword," in Schiitte, Valignano'sMission Principles, vol. 1
pt. 1, xi.
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ridicule, simply deductive reasoning. While the disciples of Confucius,
as de Rhodes admits, continued, after listening to him, to persist in
their own beliefs, the missionary's logic had sufficient power to leave
them silent.
Flexibility and sensitivity to local religions emerge clearly when
de Rhodes permits for his converts the adaptation of certain rituals.
Criticizing Confucian tradition, de Rhodes labels as an "insane
superstition" the custom practiced by Tonkinese children of kneeling
to ask Confucius for success in school. Adults, too, for example,
candidates for the degree of doctor, would ask Confucius for assistance
in their exams, and those who succeeded would prostrate themselves
before a small altar dedicated to the philosopher to express their
gratitude. De Rhodes notes with satisfaction that new Christian
converts, in contrast, would prostrate themselves three times before an
image of Christ to ask for and express thankfulness for divine assistance
in their studies.''
De Rhodes's sensitivity to other religions also comes out in his
personal attitude toward people who professed non-Christian faiths.
De Rhodes was a man of strong feeling; his intense disapproval of
creeds other than Roman Catholicism was counterbalanced by his
warm feelings toward most of the people he met. From his comment
about the Armenian Christian schismatics he meets in Persia—"they are
most worthy of compassion in their errors'"*"—to his statement about
the priests in Surat who sweep the ground with a feather fan lest they
inadvertently kill a gnat or ant; "I could not look at this without
horror and without compassion'""—de Rhodes demonstrates an attitude
of pity toward those whom he considers to be in error. One can only
guess at the reaction of de Rhodes's seventeenth-century European
readers to such displays on de Rhodes's part of good will toward those
of another faith. But one suspects that in a century when broadminded attitudes towards those professing religions other than one's
own were difficult to find, European readers may have noted De
Rhodes's cordiality with "pagan" associates with surprise.
Another engaging aspect of de Rhodes's attitude toward persons
professing religions other than Christianity is the attention he gives to

" De Rhodes, Histoire du Royaume, 64-65.
" De Rhodes, Divers voyages, 320-21.
•" De Rhodes, 310.
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the concept of freedom of conscience. De Rhodes indicates both
directly and indirectly that in some parts of the world various religions
are permitted to coexist in peace within the same nation. In telling, for
example, about his visit to Isphahan, Persia in 1648 while en route back
to Europe, de Rhodes describes the surprising freedom granted to
various Christian orders to maintain convents and to do missionary
work among the non-Muslim foreigners living there. Moreover, while
the King of Persia forbids adult Muslims to convert to Christianity, de
Rhodes explains, the monarch does in fact permit the discussion of other
religions, and even the condemnation of the Muslim tenets of faith.''^
Elsewhere de Rhodes relates how, while traveling through Protestant
Dutch Jakarta, he is imprisoned for a time for having celebrated Mass
for the Roman Catholics living there. He argues before a judge in
Jakarta that as a Frenchman he should have as much liberty in a Dutch
territory as the Dutch have in France, "where one never punishes them
for exercising their own religion.'"*^ Seventeenth-century readers
considering this matter of freedom of conscience might also have
noticed that in both Tonkin and Cochinchina, even though the rtxlers
eventually forced the Christian missionaries to leave, they permitted
several different traditional religions to coexist in their respective
countries. One must consider that de Rhodes was writing during the
period when the Edict of Nantes, one of the early, if temporary,
manifestations in Europe of at least limited religious toleration, was in
force in France. But most European states in the early part of the
seventeenth century, of course, attempted to maintain uniformity of
religion within their boundaries. Only toward the end of the century
would prominent writers such as Pierre Bayle and John Locke begin to
advocate toleration of various religious beliefs within one country.
It is impossible to ascertain de Rhodes's fundamental attitude
toward the concept of official religious toleration on the basis of his few
comments on the subject. Can he be taking a stand in favor of freedom
of conscience.^ Or does he mention the existence of limited religious
toleration in Persia only to show the opportunity (which he does in
fact stress) that it affords Christian missionaries.^ Does he argue for his
own right to freedom of conscience in Jakarta merely out of selfinterest, rather than because of the value of the concept in itself?
'^De Rhodes, 318-19.
"De Rhodes, 280.
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Regardless of the answers to these questions, de Rhodes's references to
freedom of conscience must at least have increased his readers'
awareness of a developing social and political principle that would
receive much wider acceptance in the century to come.

* Evaluating
Local Customs ^
Coping with local customs provided a frustrating challenge for the
Jesuit missionaries. The problem lay in the fact that many social
customs were closely intertwined with local religious practices. These
non-Christian customs the missionaries found often to be in conflict
with Christianity. Other customs, however, appeared to be purely
social in nature rather than religious. Having decided that the religious
customs would have to be forbidden to converts, the Jesuits then
attempted to separate what was purely social from what was religious.
Such decisions, not surprisingly, turned out to be highly subjective in
nature and caused intense disagreement.
The difficulties faced by de Rhodes and his colleagues in this regard
paralleled those of the missionaries in China, where the problem had
already developed. Tonkin and Cochinchina had, after all, been greatly
influenced by Chinese culture, having been under Chinese control for
a thousand years (for most of the period from 111 B.C.to 939 A.D.).
Confucianism, one of the major religions in China, had become widely
accepted in Tonkin and Cochinchina. Matteo Ricci, for example, had
faced in China the same problem about which de Rhodes was to debate
the Confucian scholars—the use of the term "Saint" for Confucius.
Ricci, incidentally, had shown more flexibility than de Rhodes; he had
allowed the use of the word "Sheng," meaning"holy" or "venerable" to
continue. Critics of the Jesuits, however, found the concept of "St.
Confucius" quite unacceptable.'*''
Of particular concern to the missionaries was the so-called "cult of
the ancestors," a practice which was not uniquely Confucian, but came
partly too from Buddhism and Taoism, the other two major religions

" David Mitchell, The Jesuits: A History (New York: Franklin Watts, 1981), 156-57.
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in China, as well as in Tonkin and Cochinchina. The showing of
respect for deceased ancestors received great emphasis in Confucian
culture, serving to maintain the strength and influence of the family as
a social and economic entity.''^ The question the missionaries faced was
this; Was the veneration of ancestors merely a social custom which
could be permitted to new converts? In addition, was the veneration
of Confucius himself a social and civic ritual, rather than a religious
practice, and therefore one which Christians could also be permitted to
perform?
De Rhodes deals very cautiously in his narratives with these
questions. One suspects that his reticence is intentional in order to
avoid embroilment in the arguments; as a man of action, de Rhodes
would not have wanted to waste precious time arguing about the
theoretical aspects of the matter. Nevertheless, the problem, which was
basic to the Rites Controversy, the dispute within the Roman Catholic
Church concerning the Chinese ceremonies, could not be avoided. At
the time de Rhodes began his work in Cochinchina in the 1620s, the
Jesuit position in regard to the Chinese rites was by no means firm.
Matteo Ricci had earlier declared that the Chinese rituals to the
ancestors and to Confucius did not conflict with Christianity, and this
accommodation view was accepted at that time by other Jesuits. But
after Ricci's death in 1610 certain other members of the order, in
particular Nicholas Longobardi, had begun to openly question this
position. Members of the Society debated the matter amongst
themselves, but by 1628 had not agreed upon a solution. Other
Catholic orders then began active opposition to the principle of
accepting the rites.
Surely de Rhodes was a party to discussions of the controversy
during the ten years, 1630 to 1640, that he spent in Macao, with Jesuits
and missionaries of other orders who had returned there from China
for stays of various lengths. But the chronicler of the Church in
Tonkin and Cochinchina has no intention of outlining the history of
the argument. He chooses to remain silent in his narrative about
Matteo Ricci's acceptance of the rites, and also about the opposing view
that the Roman Catholic Church was taking around the time de
Rhodes was publishing his work. In 1645, eight years before the
Kenneth Scott Latourette, The Chinese:Their History and Culture (New York; The Macmillan
Co., 1934), 536-40.
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publication of Divers voyages, Pope Innocent X had in fact censured the
position Ricci had taken on the Chinese honors to Confucius and to
the deceased.
De Rhodes does, however, offer some specific views of his own on
the rites, taking an independent and moderate position on the matter.
Discussing the rites in general, he finds them to be in error, using the
terms "absurd," "blasphemous," and "ridiculous"''^ to describe what he
sees as their superstitious basis. At the same time, however, he cannot
refrain from praising the Tonkinese and Cochinchinese for the
underlying concepts, the expression of respect for their departed
ancestors. Their universal observance of these ceremonies, he notes,
"should make Christians—who are less careful to render these respects
of piety and charity to the souls of the departed—feel ashamed.'"'^ De
Rhodes notes that when the Viceroy of Cochinchina turned against the
Jesuits in 1625, he accused them of following a barbaric law which
failed to honor the souls of departed ancestors. De Rhodes in fact
blames Europeans for exacerbating the argument through their angry
disagreements among themselves concerning the meaning of the rites.
The real cause of the viceroy's anger when he lashed out against the
Jesuits was, de Rhodes states cryptically, the "indiscreet zeal of someone
who with little prudence had wished to abolish all the ceremonies that
one performed in this country for the solace of the dead.'"*^
This matter is not elaborated upon by de Rhodes. But his
comment, surprisingly, seems to foreshadow a further discussion of the
same point which will appear more than a century later in the work of
the Jesuits' critic, Voltaire. In the anecdote "L'Empereur de la Chine
et le frere Rigolet," the Emperor of China Yin-chen banishes all the
missionaries from his kingdom because of their endless quarrels
amongst themselves. One of the main causes of these quarrels, the
varying interpretations of the Chinese rites by different orders within
the church, receives specific attention in the story. At the start of the
dialogue Voltaire notes that the Emperor had been warned that the
head of the Jesuits' church "had issued verdicts at Rome against the

De Rhodes, Histoire du Royaume, 84-i
•" De Rhodes, Histoire du Royaume, 89.
De Rhodes, Divers voyages, 74.
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ancient rites of the nation (China).'"" Eventually, the Emperor, having
wearied of the controversies among the missionaries, gathered them
together and announced, "Je suis tolerant, et je vous chasse tons, parce
que vous etes intolerants."'° Elsewhere too, Voltaire criticizes the
intolerance of European missionaries in Asia, even, in fact, mentioning
Tonkin. We have carried intolerance "to China, Tonkin, and Japan,"
he laments. "We have infected these lovely countries."^'
In linking a 1625 edict, which the Viceroy of Cochinchina issued
against the Jesuits, with the quarrels about the rites within the Catholic
Church, de Rhodes indicates his own dismay at the Church's intoler
ance. Striving, it seems, for a balance between the two extreme points
of view, for and against acceptance of the rites, he provides a succinct
statement summarizing his position on the ancestor rites: "In reality
although there are some which Christians cannot practice without sin,
the majority are quite innocent: and we have decided that one could
keep them without affecting the sanctity of the religion.""
In accordance with the basic guideline that he developed regarding
the ancestor rites, de Rhodes points to particular customs that he
explicitly forbade his new converts to follow. One of these, performed
at the end of the lunar year, involved the burning of paper clothing
purchased for the deceased in the belief that the paper items would
become new luxurious clothes for the dead to wear in the coming
spring. Arguing against the logic of this belief, de Rhodes proposes a
practical alternative: giving clothing to the poor who really need it. He
was so persuasive in his arguments, de Rhodes tells us, that not only the
Christians but even some unbelievers followed his advice. One
impoverished beneficiary of de Rhodes's suggestion admitted that he
had received in charity as many as twenty-eight outfits in just one year.
The indigent gentleman himself then received advice from de Rhodes:
share the clothing with the other poor!" In regard to the rites
honoring Confucius, de Rhodes makes it clear, in a section describing

F. M. A. Voltaire, "Relation du bannissement des Jesuites de la Chine" ("L'Empereur de la
Chine et frere Rigolet"), Oeuvres completes, ed. Louis Moland, 52 vols. (Paris; Garnier Freres,
1877-1885), 27: 3.
" Voltaire, 16.
" F. M. A. Voltaire, "Tolerance," in Dictionnaire philosophique, Oeuvres completes, ed. Louis
Moland, 52 vols. (Paris: Garnier Freres, 1877-85), 20 pt. 4: 525.
" De Rhodes, Divers voyages, 74.
" De Rhodes, Histoire du Rcyaume, 90-91.
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the religions of China, that he forbade unconditionally for his new
converts the veneration of statues of Confucius. He adds, significantly,
with some indignation, "And those who have spread the rumor that the
Jesuits permit their neophytes to engage in this idolatry, allow me to
say to them that they are very badly informed.
Eventually, the Jesuits came to accept the rites. But the Church
at large was not to follow the Jesuits' lead at that time. In a series of
decrees in the first half of the eighteenth century, beginning in 1704,
the Church opposed performance of the rites by Christians more and
more firmly. The Jesuit policy of accommodation therefore officially
ceased. Eventually, in 1742, Rome forbade for Christian converts all
rites except those about which there had been no question, a prohibi
tion which remained in force until 1939. Only in the middle of the
twentieth century with the work of Pope Pius XII and Vatican II
would the accommodation approach return.
De Rhodes, while less flexible about the rites than Ricci, was
nevertheless among the first Jesuits to exhibit a sense of cultural
relativism that far exceeded that of early Jesuit conservatives such as
Longobardi and also that of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
Roman Catholic Church as a whole. Within the Church, therefore, he
was far ahead of his time. Although the Jesuit policy of accommoda
tion came to an end in the eighteenth century, the principle of cultural
relativism which underlay it continued to exert its influence through
the Jesuit writings.

* De Rhodes as Historian *
Describing for his European readers the religions and customs of
seventeenth-century Tonkin and Cochinchina, de Rhodes presents a
great deal of information about the civil and political history of these
states as well. While he probably did not consider himself a historian,
the Jesuit's work can be seen to have pointed the way toward future
developments in this discipline. As in other areas where his approach
was innovative, here too it was de Rhodes's cultural sensitivity, and his
intense and lively interest in Asian life and in cultural differences

De Rhodes, Divers voyages, 53.
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between Asia and Europe that were responsible for the indirect effect
that he, like other travel writers, would have on methods of recording
history."
In evaluating de Rhodes as a historian, one recalls, of course, that
the seventeenth century had not yet begun to develop theories of
history to explain the underlying causes of human events. Such new
attempts to understand the past were for the eighteenth century to
explore, for writers such as Giambattista Vico, Voltaire, and Montes
quieu to work out in their respective ways. Like most other
seventeenth-century writers of history, de Rhodes narrated events but
did not attempt to devise a new explanation for why things occurred
as they did. He accepted the traditional teleological viewpoint which
had held sway in medieval times but which was now losing force:
history was the working out on earth of the divine plan of Providence.
On both the personal and impersonal level, de Rhodes sees God's will
as the cause of events. But unlike Jacques-Benigne Bossuet, the
renowned seventeenth-century historian whose work came after that
of de Rhodes, and who still held firmly to the teleological viewpoint,
structuring his entire world history, Discours sur I'histoire universelle
(1681), on the principle of the divine plan, de Rhodes does not in fact
stress this concept. His concern is neither with confirming the accepted
view of historical causation nor with initiating a new theory about it.
What De Rhodes wanted most to do in the discussion of secular
aspects of Tonkin and Cochinchina was to share with the reader his
knowledge about these countries. This aspect of de Rhodes's work
exemplifies an important seventeenth-century characteristic—an intense
drive for the diffusion of knowledge about other parts of the world, de
Rhodes enriches both his Divers voyages and Histoire de Tunquin and
even his Dictionarium and Cathechismus''' with a great many facts
concerning not only sociology, geography, and politics, but secular
history as well.
Previous voyagers who had visited the areas of Tonkin, Cochinchina, and the neighboring Champa, Laos, and Cambodia had already

See Gay, Enlightenment, vol. 2,319 on the relationship between travel and cultural relativism,
and their influence on the social sciences.
" Dinh Khiem Pham, "La Societe vietnamienne au XVIIe si&le sous les yeux d'Alexandre de
Rhodes," Viet-Nam Khao co Tap-San (Transactions of theHistorical Research Institute) (Saigon:
Bo Quoc-Gia Giao-Duc, 1961), 70.

Rhodes in Vietnam

259

provided European readers with some new geographic facts: among
these travelers are such illustrious names as Marco Polo, Odoric of
Pordenone, Duarte Barbosa, Fernao Mendes Pinto, Fernao Lopes de
Castanheda, Joao de Barros, Caspar da Cruz, and Juan Conzalez de
Mendoza/^ Closer in time to de Rhodes were the Italian Jesuits,
Ciuliano Baldinotti and Christoforo Borri, whose accounts, appearing
in 1629 and 1631 respectively, contributed valuable information. But
even the latter two works, centering on Cochinchina and Tonkin, were
limited in scope compared to those of de Rhodes.
De Rhodes's information was new and abundant, and it was
generally accurate as well.^® The Jesuit attempted to present hard facts,
and again, in the spirit of his century, he worked conscientiously at
following a scientific method. Distinguishing between facts that he
himself had verified, and those he had not, he made an effort, for
example, to note whether he had been present at an event, or had
simply heard about it. De Rhodes's concern about presenting reliable
data no doubt resulted, at least in part, from the new trend in historiog
raphy, developing in the first half of the seventeenth century, toward
empiricism;^' it may also have derived from the criticism that had been
leveled personally at de Rhodes by certain critics, when his works were
first published, that he was exaggerating in his reports.^®
While certain instances of factual error or exaggeration can be
pointed out,^' historians cite considerable evidence of de Rhodes's
generally accurate reporting. His work has in fact turned out to be in
some ways fundamental for the history of the period." De Rhodes was,
for example, the only European in the century to present eye-witness
accounts about events in both Tonkin and Cochinchina." A good
illustration of de Rhodes's accuracy and his unique contribution to
Vietnamese history emerges in his discussion of the war between the
viceroys of Tonkin and Cochinchina, the contest that was occurring in

Lach, Asia, vol. 1, bk. 2, 560-62.
Pham, 73-4.
" See Clark, Seventeenth, 273-75.
'"See HennChii'ppou\ie,Auxoriginesd'uneeglise:Romeetlesmis5ionsd'JndochineauXVIIesiecle,
2 vols. (Paris: Bloud et Gay, 1943, 1948), l;14n2.
" Louis Cadiere, "Le Mur de Dong-hoi: Etude sur I'kablissement des Nguyen en Cochinchine,"
Bulletin de I'Ecolefrangaise d'Extreme-Orient 6 (Hanoi, 1906), 116 n. 2.
" Cadiere, "Europeens," 240.
" Pham, 70.
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1627 at the time de Rhodes first arrived in Tonkin. In this case the
Jesuit, describing events that were taking place where he was in the
north, must have exercised considerable care in selecting his infor
mants, and they in turn must have been quite candid in their discus
sions with him: for scholars have found that de Rhodes's reports
corroborate those of the other major contemporary chroniclers who
discuss the war—reporters from the opposing side, the court of
Cochinchina.^''
One of the changes that would eventually occur in historiography
was the way historians would view the materials out of which they
should construct their work. Earlier practice tended to restrict the
concept of history to considerations of the working out of political or
military events.^^ Bossuet, for example, in his universal history placed
great emphasis on the political actions of powerful leaders. But de
Rhodes's Histoire de Tunquin presented as "history" a much broader
range of activities. Like Bossuet, de Rhodes did in fact discuss powerful
rulers. But beyond this, in presenting the history of Tonkin, he
devoted separate chapters to such aspects of Tonkinese life as its
government, laws, economy, military power, customs, religions, and
education. It was, of course, customary for a writer of travel narratives
to concern himself with these topics; the first section of de Rhodes's
book on Tonkin, entitled "On the Temporal State of Tonkin,"
included what de Rhodes may simply have considered the traditional
subject matter of a work on travel. He did, however, choose the Latin
word "history" for the title of the original, Tunchinensis Historiae....
Three-quarters of a century later, in 1725, when Giambattista Vico in
his remarkable new theory of history would discuss customs, languages,
jurisprudence, government, and religion,^' it seems likely the influence
of the ever-growing number of travel writers like de Rhodes was at
work. The move toward a broader perspective on history would of
course achieve even fuller development in the work of Voltaire.^^
When, in his own history, Essai sur les moeurs des nations (1756), the
philosophe would embrace such subjects as agriculture, commerce.

"Pham, 73.
See Clark, Seventeenth, 177.
" See Clark, Seventeenth, 286.
" For a discussion of the historiography of Voltaire and other philosophes, see Gay,
Enlightenment, vol. 2:391-96.
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religion, and the arts, one senses again the formative spirit of the travel
narratives of the seventeenth century.
A new vividness and liveliness in the substance of historical
accounts was to come about during the century, particularly through
the influence of the writers of memoirs and letters. Participants in a
given event could present history as they had lived it, rather than
through the dry recital of facts or in dull panegyrical portraits.^^ Travel
writers joined in this, contributing new elements of realism to
historical writing by showing the human side of events. De Rhodes
conveys well this new sense of immediacy, especially in his recollec
tions concerning historical personages. When he relates, for example,
how the Viceroy of Tonkin, after hearing rumors circulating at court,
began, while entertaining the Jesuit, to sit some distance away in order
to avoid having a spell put on him by the missionary's breath,'' the
reader, for a moment, glimpses a ruler with very human dimensions.
Accounts such as this brought new life into the business of historical
narration.
Finally, a dramatic and significant innovation on de Rhodes's part
was his distinct break with the tradition of centering all attention on
Europe. The willingness to abandon the assumption that Europe alone
represented civilization in the modern world would later emerge in the
work of the best of the new eighteenth-century theorists of history,
particularly the philosophes Voltaire and Montesquieu.''® De Rhodes,
writing much earlier, makes a spirited plea to Europeans to broaden
their outlook. Not only does he widen the geographical area whose
past is worthy of consideration, but he is quick to make sharp compari
sons between Asia and Europe, comparisons which are often quite
uncomplimentary to the Europe.
De Rhodes is not a blind admirer of Cochinchina and Tonkin.
Unlike his fellow Jesuits, who in their writings about Tonkin's
northern neighbor, China, would develop an almost Utopian image, de
Rhodes fotmd much to criticize. In his discussion of Tonkin and
Cochinchina, he is unsparing in his criticism of cruel and tyrannical
rulers, and he laments that the society is flawed by such evils as
superstition, polygamy, and the propitiation of demons and evil
™ Clark,280-82.
" De Rhodes, Histoire du Royaume, 193-94.
" See Gay, Enlightenment, vol. 2:380-96.
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powers. But he has inordinate praise for the Cochinchinese and
Tonkinese people. He states quite pointedly that his fellow Europeans
suffer in comparison with the Cochinchinese in terms of generosity,
and with considerable irony he notes that these same Europeans are
persuaded that outside of Europe "tout est barbare."^' Prodding his
readers to consider this misconception, de Rhodes relates an anecdote
portraying Europeans through the eyes of the Tonkinese. A French
man in Tonkin, he relates, had run into and soon picked a fight with
a fellow European, an acquaintance of his from Portugal. When the
"pagan" Tonkinese soldiers saw the two arguing, with weapons drawn,
they were, de Rhodes states, amazed at "such barbarism." "I'll let you
imagine," de Rhodes comments to the reader, "what they would say if
they were to see our bullies in Europe. Elsewhere, musing on how
much more aggressive the European soldiers are than their Tonkinese
counterparts, de Rhodes comments critically that the Europeans "have
their passions less mastered and less regulated than do the heathen."^'
Such demonstrationsof culturalself-awareness on de Rhodes's part
foreshadow the change that was to come about by the eighteenth
century in Europe's concept of the world. A view of European mores
through the eyes of an outsider, in particular an "oriental spectator,"
would appear in two highly acclaimed works, Montesquieu's Persian
Letters and Oliver Goldsmith's The Citizen of the World-, and other
authors would follow the pattern. The new approach would emerge
quite dramatically in the work of Voltaire. In his Essai sur les moeurs,
the philosophe not only reaches out to include Asia as a significant part
of the world, but actually begins his history with this area. Criticizing
Bossuet's limited historical vision, Voltaire states that in a study of
universal history one must remember the ancient people of Asia such
as the Indians and Chinese, "who had been so illustrious before the
other nations had been formed." "All of the Levant, from Greece to
the extremities of our hemisphere, had long been famous, before we
knew enough about it to recognize that we were barbarians."^'' De
Rhodes's break with the notion of European superiority and his
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" F. M. A. Voltaire, Essai sur les moeurs, "Avant-Propos," Oeuvres completes, ed. Louis Moland,
52 vols. (Paris: Gamier Freres, 1877-85), vol. 11, 159; see also Gay, vol. 2, 391-2.
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chiding of Europeans for their smug satisfaction in their own ways
seems to predict the course that Voltaire and others would follow.
One cannot help feeling that as de Rhodes's seventeenth-century
readers absorbed the new information that he presented about
Southeast Asia, as they vicariously experienced with him the dangers
and satisfactions of his travels, they could not at the same time have
ignored his ideological points of view. One can only speculate, of
course, on the extent to which De Rhodes may have moved his readers
forward toward the concepts that would later be considered "Enlight
enment." But one feels almost certainly that de Rhodes's narratives
belong in the category of what the Critical Review would later term a
"good book of travels"; almost certainly de Rhodes's writings had a
share in the long-evolving task of making man "mild and sociable to
man."

